better option divorce incompatibility mate choice Microtus ochrogaster monogamy prairie vole reproduction Monogamous animals face an interesting dilemma: whether and when to terminate a nonproductive relationship. To address this issue, I examined whether reproductive compatibility is a criterion for maintaining a monogamous pair bond between mates. Prairie voles, Microtus ochrogaster, are small rodents that form long-term, monogamous pair bonds evidenced by a strong preference for their familiar partners, and thus are an excellent model animal in which to study mate fidelity. Accordingly, I examined partner preferences by male prairie voles and related their behaviour to the reproductive status of their mates. I found that, when given a choice between their familiar female partner and a stranger, male prairie voles differed in their responses depending on the pregnancy status of the partner. Males that were paired with females for 2 weeks displayed mate fidelity only when mating had been initiated within approximately 48 h after pairing. In contrast, males whose mates experienced a delay in the onset of sexual receptivity displayed nonselective affiliative behaviour. I also found that, in addition to being appropriately timed, mating must be successful. Males that mated with ovariectomized females for whom pregnancy was precluded did not display mate fidelity even though mating was initiated within the proper time frame. These observations of mate fidelity only when the partner's pregnancy was sufficiently advanced relative to the duration of the pairing suggest that mating must be both successful and timely. Thus, reproductive compatibility can influence mate fidelity. Ó
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Whether reproduction involves broadcast spawning, opportunistic encounters, harem formation, or other strategies, most animal species display promiscuous mating systems. Occasionally, however, selection pressures favour a monogamous mating system manifested by strong bonds between the members of a breeding pair. Exclusive mating between one male and one female increases relatedness of offspring, which may reduce the costs of pregnancy to the female (Trivers & Burt 1999) . Furthermore, remaining with the same partner can enhance lifetime reproductive success (Ribble 1992), often as a result of the male's involvement in parental care (Wright & Brown 2002) . Thus, it may be advantageous for a female to mate with one male exclusively, in turn allowing the male to be confident of the paternity of the offspring in which he is investing (Campbell et al. 2009 ). In short, both sexes may benefit from monogamous pairing (Emlen & Oring 1977) . However, such pairings are not without costs. In fact, monogamous animals face an important challenge: whether and when to abandon a partner with whom they may not be reproductively compatible.
Most studies that address animal divorce assume a prior breeding attempt on which an individual can base the divorce decision. This assumption is fine for long-lived species for which multiple breeding seasons are possible, and even for shorter-lived species where multiple broods within a season are likely, but it is poorly suited to species for which only a very few breeding attempts might be expected. For short-lived species, the costs of mate fidelity in the face of poor reproductive success are probably high (Getz et al. 2004) . In fact, the benefits of separation may outweigh those of remaining together for some pairs (Rasmussen 1981; Ens et al. 1993) ; however, these benefits must be balanced by countervailing risks incurred during the search for a new mate (Rasmussen 1981; McNamara & Forslund 1996) . In a study modelling the costs and benefits of divorce by female birds, McNamara & Forslund (1996) , attempted to define circumstances under which a monogamous pair should divorce. They concluded that mate retention is favoured when the mate exceeds some critical threshold for male quality, while divorce is favoured below that threshold. This conclusion probably holds for both sexes as well as for other species.
Although common in birds, monogamous pair bonding is rare among mammals (Kleiman 1977) , but probably evolved independently several times (Komers & Brotherton 1997) . Only about 3% of mammal species display such bonds, and even fewer exhibit obligate monogamy (Kleiman 1977 
